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publishing	 house	 and	 its	 translators,	 the	 genre	 was	 later	 rejected.	 Italy	 had	 to	 wait	









the republic of childhood
The	conviction	that	children’s	literature	was	comprehensible	to	every	cit-































open and closed borders: the picture book in italy
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The	picture	book	can	be	defined	as	follows:	





The	 picture	 book	 is,	 thus,	 a	 publishing	 product	 based	 on	 the	mutual	
relationship	between	the	image	and	the	word,3	meant	to	be	read	aloud	by	











eficial	 for	 it	 (...)	The	walls,	 ideologies,	and	cold	wars,	however,	 imposed	on	
children’s	books	a	bloodless	caution	of	“musical	fables,”	a	covert	censorship	
(Faeti	2005:	9;	trans.	M.B.).
Books	 for	 the	 youngest	 readers	 had	 been	 characterised	 by	 aesthet-
ic	poverty	until,	 in	 the	1960s,	 the	Emme	publishing	house	was	 founded	 
(cf.	Pallotino	1988:	343).	The	event	was	welcomed	as	a	“Copernican	revo-
lution”	(Fochesato	2000:	17).	It	was	inspired	by	Rosellina	Archinto’s	trip	
to	the	USA,	during	which	she	came	across	Leo	Lionni’s	Little Blue and Lit-
tle Yellow (1959),	the	first	abstract	picture	book	about	the	friendship	of	two	
coloured	spots.	Archinto	noticed	the	divide	between	American	children’s	
literature	and	 its	 Italian	counterpart.	She	 realized	 that	 there	was	nothing	
similar	she	could	read	to	her	five	children,	so	she	decided	to	open	her	own	
publishing	house	in	Milan:










Therefore,	 in	 1966	Archinto	 opened	 the	 Emme	 publishing	 house	 to	





classics,	 e.g.	 Leo	Tolstoy’s	Hadji Murat.	 The	 “Punto	 Emme”	 series	 in-
cluded	works	in	experimental	pedagogy	and	teaching,	which	made	Emme	
Edizioni
an	 extremely	dynamic	pedagogical	 space	which	differed	 from	 the	 academic	




The	 third,	 “historical,”	 series	 opened	 Italian	 borders	 for	 the	 picture	
book,	thanks	to	over	three	hundred	translations6	of,	e.g.,	The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar (1969)	by	Eric	Carle	(Un baco molto affamato	1969),	Little 
Blue and Little Yellow	(1959)	by	Leo	Lionni	(Piccolo Blu e Piccolo Gial-
lo,	 1967),	Where the Wild Things Are	 (1963)	 and	 In the Night Kitchen 
(1970)	by	Maurice	Sendak	(Nel paese dei mostri selvaggi, 1969	and	Luca, 
la luna e il latte,	 1970/71),	War and Peas (1974)	by	Michael	Foreman	
(Guerra e pasta,	1975)	and	books	by	Jean	Brunhoff,	Tomi	Ungerer	and	
David	McKee.	Archinto	was	the	first	in	Italy	to	publish	The Tale of Peter 
Rabbit by	Bearix	Potter,	 in	Giulia	Niccolai’s	 translation	–	 in	 the	Italian	
version	Peter	Rabbit	changed	his	name	to	a	more	homely	Ludovico	(Le 











However,	 all	 these	 strategies	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 insufficient,	 and	 in	
1984	Emme	Edizioni,	 “too	 innovative	 for	 its	 times”	 (Vassalli	 2005:	 47;	
trans.	M.B.),	had	to	close	down.
Customs duties: translation problems





are	 addressed	 to	 preschool	 children,	who	 cannot	 read	or	write,	 they	 are	
meant	 to	be	 read	aloud	and	often	create	an	opportunity	 for	 recitation	or	 





book	and	 the	child	 recipient:	 “Like	musical	or	other	 theatre	performers,	
you,	the	adult	reader,	are	a	mediator	between	your	child	and	a	cultural	ob-
ject”	(Spitz	2001:	16;	trans.	M.B.).	Shulevitz	also	claims	that	picture	books	


















live,	 roll,	 taste	 good	on	 the	 reading	 aloud’s	 tongue	 (Oittinen	 2000:	 32).	




translator	 translating	 for	 children	 needs	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 use	 of	 chil-













































This	 kind	 of	 instructions,	 or	 “stage	 directions,”11	 is	 of	 great	 signifi-


































Where the Wild Things Are (1963)	by	Maurice	Sendak,	prepared	in	1969	
for	Emme	Edizioni	by	Antonio	Porta.	The	Italian	title	itself,	Nel paese dei 
mostri selvaggi (In	the	Country	of	Wild	Monsters)	indicates	the	problem	
mentioned	by	Christiane	Nord,	who	discusses	its	Spanish	version	(Donde 










tures”	instead	of	“monsters”	(Nel paese delle creature selvagge).
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13	 Cf.	Dizionario Inglese Devoto Oli.
14	 The	actress	Flavia	De	Lucis	encourages	the	participants	of	the	Corso di formazione 








Sometimes,	 however,	 adding	 punctuation	marks	which	 are	meant	 to	
help	adult	readers	perform	the	text	may	alter	the	character’s	features,	e.g.	
an	exclamation	mark	may	encourage	adult	readers	to	raise	their	voice	to	
embellish	 the	 story,	 but	 it	will	 remain	 at	 odds	with	 the	 illustrations.	An	
example	can	be	found	in	Look What I’ve Got (1980)	by	Anthony	Browne.	
A	story	of	two	boys,	Jeremy	and	Sam,	is	a	pretext	for	presenting	the	op-
position	 between	material	 and	 non-material	 spheres.	 Jeremy	 has	 lots	 of	
toys	and	material	goods	he	boasts	of,	saying	to	his	friend	Sam:	Look what 
I’ve got!,	but	Sam	does	not	care,	as	 for	him	 the	 true	wealth	 is	his	 inner	
world.	Sam’s	 indifference	 towards	 the	wealth	 is	 signalled	by	 the	graph-
ics:	the	boy	is	always	presented	with	his	hands	in	his	pockets	and	his	look	
directed	straight	ahead.	In	the	text,	he	never	responds	to	Jeremy’s	provoca-
tions	(I bet you wish you had one).	Only	at	the	end	of	the	story,	after	rescu-
ing	his	friend	from	various	oppressions	brought	on	by	his	own	toys,	Sam	
responds	calmly:	No, not really.	This	answer	agrees	with	his	personality.	







child. Through the Magic Mirror is	an	example	of	a	text	for	a	double	read-
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usual	details.	The	English	text	insists	that	the	street	“seemed	like	the	same	
old	street”	and	concludes	with	the	question:	“but	was	it?,”	which	the	child	
should	 answer	 by	 pointing	 at	 the	 unusual	 elements.	The	 Italian	 transla-
tion	(published	without	the	translator’s	name),	entitled	Lo specchio magico 
(1976),	not	only	“domesticated”	the	layout,	moving	the	text	from	right	to	
left,	 in	accordance	with	 the	 traditional	 layout	of	 illustrated	books,	but	 it	
also	replaced	 the	question	with	an	assertion:	Sembrava la solita vecchia 
strada, ma forse non lo era	(It	seemed	the	same	old	street,	but	maybe	it	
wasn’t).
Other	changes	were	also	 introduced	 into	 the	 translation	of	 this	book,	
probably	to	help	the	read-aloud	adult.	On	the	double-spread	showing	To-
by’s	return	to	everyday	reality	we	can	see	a	child	looking	for	and	eventu-
ally	finding	the	mirror.	The	original	deictic	Of course, there it was, right 
behind him	becomes	in	Italian	an	expression	of	surprise:	ah eccolo! Pro-






different	solutions:	in	Where the Wild Things Are,	Porta	keeps	the	name	of	
the	character	–	Max	–	which	is	easy	for	an	Italian	reader	to	pronounce;	in	
Look What I’ve Got!	Sam	remains	Sam,	but	Jeremy	changes	into	Tom;	also	
Toby	from	Through the Magic Mirror	becomes	Tom	in	Italian.	Translators	
either	keep	the	original	names	or	replace	them	with	other	English	names	
which	 are	 easier	 to	 pronounce.	The	 case	 of	Bob	Gill’s	Ups and Downs 
is	particularly	 interesting:	 in	 the	original,	 all	 residents	of	Ups	are	called	
“something	Up,”	for	example,	Cynthia	Up	or	George	Up	or	Terry	Up	or	
Elizabeth	Up	or	Allison	Up	or	Frank	Up.	In	the	translation,	all	the	names	
were	italianised:	Tutti i suoi abitanti, di cognome si chiamavano Su, come 
per esempio: Piero Su, Ugo Su o Raffaella Su.	The	same	happened	to	the	
people	of	Down/Giù.	In	this	context,	it	seems	even	more	unusual	that	the	
translator	 added	 a	 cultural	 reference	 to	 northern	England:	Se non riesci 
a credere che una grossa e gonfia nuvolaccia nera possa stare tanto a lun-
go immobile nello stesso posto, non hai che da chiederlo a un qualsiasi 
abitante dell’Inghilterra del Nord	(If	you	can’t	imagine	that	an	enormous	














Italian	counterparts.	A	characteristic	example	of	 the	 influence	 the	 image	
of	the	child	reader	has	on	the	translator’s	decisions	is	Michael	Foreman’s	
War and Peas	(1974),	which,	more	directly	than	Ups and Downs, touches	











frequent	indigestion	is	signalled	by	an	onomatopoeic	burrrp! – Fat King 
suffers	from	a	persistent	(indicated	by	the	three	“r’s”)	and	loud	(empha-
sized	by	the	exclamation	mark)	hiccups.	What	is	more,	the	onomatopoeic	























In	 the	1980s,	 the	Italian	borders	closed	 to	 the	 import	of	 foreign	produc-
tions	 and	 reopened	 only	much	 later:	 it	 took	 about	 ten	 years	 for	 picture	
books	 and	 similar	 publications	 to	 reappear	 in	 Italy	 (often	 as	 reprints	 of	
earlier	 translations)	 –	 published	 by	 Babalibri,	 Rosellina	Archinto’s	 new	
publishing	house,	by	Edizioni	EL	and	the	Einaudi	publishing	house,	in	the	
“Tantibambini”	series.	However,	 the	negative	effects	of	 the	 initial	 rejec-




ture book, questo sconosciuto	(The	Picture	Book:	An	Unknown	Species)	
highlighting	the	typical	Italian	ignorance	of	this	literary	genre.	There	are	
not	many	Italian	versions	of	picture	books:	even	such	classics	as	Rosie’s 
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